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Chapter 1 – Blood on the Plains
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The wind carried the smell of death long before Sam Kincaid saw the herd. It wasn’t the sharp tang of fresh kill—it was the heavy, sweet rot of bones and hides left too long in the sun. Out here on the plains, death lingered, riding every gust of dust that cut a man’s face raw.

Sam drew rein at the rise, his Sharps rifle balanced across the saddle horn. Below, the prairie stretched wide and rolling, endless as the sky. A dark line moved across the grass—buffalo, thousands of them, black humps shifting like a tide against the gold. Behind them, vultures wheeled slow circles, patient scavengers waiting their turn.

He spat into the dust, eyes narrowing. Buffalo meant money. Hides traded for coin, bones sold to fertilizer plants back East. But buffalo also meant danger. Other hunters—some drunk, some desperate, most mean—prowled the plains like wolves, ready to steal a man’s haul or cut his throat for a wagonload of hides. And further west, the Comanche still roamed, their fury sharpened by the endless slaughter of the herds that had once been theirs.

Kincaid nudged his sorrel gelding forward. The animal shifted uneasily, ears flicking toward the rumble of the herd. Sam steadied him with a hand, his gaze never leaving the rolling sea of shaggy backs. He was alone, as always. Some men ran in crews, half a dozen hunters and twice that many skinners, but Sam had long since learned that fewer men meant fewer quarrels—and fewer graves.

Still, he wasn’t without company. A mule plodded behind the sorrel, hitched to a rattling cart piled high with salt, tools, and the gear of his trade. The cart’s iron rims squeaked with every turn of the wheels, a sound that carried too far on a still morning. Sam grimaced. Out here, noise was as dangerous as thirst.

At the edge of the herd, a bull broke away, lifting its massive head. Its beard dripped with morning dew, steam rising from its nostrils like smoke from a chimney. Sam’s hands moved without thought. He eased the Sharps to his shoulder, cheek settling against the worn stock. The long barrel caught the sun, steel gleaming, and the sights lined on the bull’s shoulder.

He breathed once, steady, and the rifle spoke.

The bull dropped where it stood, the thunder of its fall swallowed by the herd’s low growl. For a heartbeat, the buffalo surged, hooves tearing the ground, then slowed, circling the fallen. Sam reloaded quick, working the lever smooth, eyes scanning for another clean shot.

This was the harvest. Blood and bone, hide and salt. A man’s living carved from the backs of beasts older than memory.

And for Sam Kincaid, it was more than a living. It was survival.
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Chapter 2 – Salt and Steel
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Sam Kincaid rode down from the rise with the bull sprawled before him, its bulk sprawled dark against the grass. The herd had drifted farther on, their low thunder moving toward the horizon. For now, the prairie was quiet again—except for the buzz of flies already thick around the carcass.

He dismounted slow, tugging the mule cart closer. The old beast brayed once, uneasy at the smell of blood, but settled when Sam clucked softly. This wasn’t his first kill, not by a long mile.

Sam rolled up his sleeves and pulled the skinning knife from his belt. The blade was worn thin from years of sharpening, but it still held an edge mean enough to shave with. He set to work at the bull’s shoulder, steel slicing hide, his arms steady and practiced. The smell hit him first—raw and hot, copper thick in the air. It clung to his throat, filled his nose. A man never got used to it, no matter how long he hunted.

He worked methodically, rolling the heavy hide back as he cut, muscles straining as he levered the carcass with his skinner’s pole. Flies swarmed in black clouds. Coyotes yipped in the distance, their high voices already drawn by the promise of meat.

Sam moved faster. Hide was money. Meat was just waste. He cut clean, careful not to ruin the pelt, then hauled it toward the cart. The salt sacks waited there, coarse grains white as bone dust. He spread it thick over the fleshy side, working it in with his hands until the skin gleamed. Without salt, the hide would rot before he reached Dodge or Hays.

When the hide was safe, he turned back to the carcass. The rest he stripped for bones—skull, ribs, long femurs. Buyers back East wanted them for fertilizer, ground down to dust to feed fields a thousand miles from where the beasts had once roamed free. Sam worked until his arms ached, until sweat ran black with dirt down his back, until the sun slid toward the rim of the world.

By evening, the hide lay salted, rolled tight in the cart. The bones rattled as he stacked them high. Coyotes prowled closer now, yellow eyes watching. Sam let them. The meat would not go to waste, not tonight. He’d taken what he needed. The rest belonged to the scavengers.

He wiped his blade clean on the grass, slid it back into its sheath, and looked out at the prairie. Another day, another harvest. But as he listened to the coyotes yipping and saw the circling buzzards drop low, he felt the old truth settle in his chest again.

Every man who hunted the buffalo carried two ledgers—the one with his profits, and the one written in blood.

And sooner or later, both had to be reckoned with.
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Chapter 3 – Campfire Deals
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By the time Sam Kincaid reached camp, the sun had dipped low, painting the sky in streaks of purple and fire. Smoke curled from a half-dozen cookfires across the flats where other hunters had set their canvas tents. The smell of boiling coffee mingled with blood and hide, heavy enough to sour a man’s stomach if he wasn’t already used to it.

Sam drove the mule cart past rows of stretched hides, each nailed to the ground with stakes. They shone pale in the fading light, salted and drying, looking more like flayed ghosts than trade goods. Men bent over the hides with scrapers, working until their hands blistered and their shoulders burned. The constant rasp of steel on flesh was the music of the trade.

He pulled up near his own small fire, little more than a ring of stones and a blackened pot. Eli Turner was there already, crouched low, poking the coals with a stick. The young skinner’s hair hung in a dusty tangle, and his hands were stained deep red to the wrists.

“Good haul?” Eli asked without looking up.

“One bull,” Sam said, climbing down stiffly. He tossed a salted hide onto the ground, the weight of it thudding hard. “Bones too. Enough to buy us a week’s provisions in Hays.”

Eli gave a low whistle. “Not bad, Sam. Not bad at all.”

Around them, the camp stirred. Laughter carried from one fire, followed by the sharp crack of a whiskey bottle breaking. A few men called across to Sam, voices mocking but not unfriendly. Buffalo hunters weren’t sociable by nature, but out here, grudges could turn deadly fast, and even a nod across the firelight meant something.

Not all greetings were welcome, though. Across the camp, a broad-shouldered man with a crooked jaw leaned against his wagon, watching Sam with narrow eyes. His crew lingered near, rough-looking men with knives strapped easy at their belts. Calder Holt.

Sam had crossed trails with Holt before. The man was known for drifting close to other hunters’ kills, for lifting hides under the cover of night. Some said he’d put a bullet in a man over a sack of salt. Others swore he was in debt to traders back East and desperate enough to carve coin from another hunter’s flesh.

Eli followed Sam’s gaze, his jaw tightening. “He’s looking your way again.”

Sam set his Sharps rifle across his knees as he sat by the fire. “Let him look.”

Holt spat into the dirt and turned back to his crew, but the message was clear enough. Out here, where the prairie stretched endless and the law rode months behind, men like Holt thrived. And sooner or later, every campfire flicker reminded Sam that a man’s biggest danger wasn’t always the buffalo—or the Comanche.

Sometimes it was the fellow hunter warming his hands just a few fires down.
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Chapter 4 – Crossed Trails
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Dawn came sharp and cold, the prairie painted silver under a thin veil of frost. Sam Kincaid saddled the sorrel with quiet efficiency, Eli loading the mule cart with salt sacks and tools. Campfires sputtered low across the flats as other crews roused themselves, voices gruff, movements heavy from whiskey and weariness.

Sam had his rifle strapped and was ready to ride when the sound of hoofbeats drifted from the west. He shaded his eyes and saw them: Calder Holt and three of his men, riding abreast like they owned the plains.

“Morning’s too early for trouble,” Eli muttered, though his hand hovered near the pistol at his hip.

“Trouble don’t sleep out here,” Sam answered.

Holt reined up a few yards away, his grin showing broken teeth. “Heard a shot yesterday. Big bull went down, didn’t it?” His eyes flicked to the cart where the salted hide lay rolled.

Sam’s jaw tightened. “My shot. My hide.”

Holt chuckled, swinging down from his saddle with easy arrogance. “Don’t get me wrong, Kincaid. You’re a fine shot. But you know how it works. Buffalo’re free on the plains. No man owns ’em till the hide’s hauled back to Dodge.”

His crew laughed at that, but their eyes stayed hard. They weren’t just passing words around the fire—this was testing ground, a measure of how far they could push.

Sam stayed still, one hand resting on the Sharps. “You cross my trail
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